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[57] ABSTRACT

A piezoelectric actuator has a zigzag-shaped actuator
body, and an expansible piezoelectric element attached
to the actuator body. The actuator body has zigzag
elements. The zigzag elements are shifted toward and
away from each other by expansion/contraction of the
expansible piezoelectric elements. The actuator body is
expanded and contracted by positional shifting of the
zigzag elements.

8 Claims, 4 Drawing Sheets
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PIEZOELECTRIC ACTUATOR

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

This invention relates to a piezoelectric actnator in
which expansible piezoelectric elements formed of, for
example, piezoelectric ceramic or the like are em-
ployed. The piezoelectric actuator of this type is used as
a vibration source, for example, in a vibrator, or as a
device for controlling an object to be in an upper limit
position and a lower limit position.

2. Prior Art

Heretofore, a piezoelectric actuator of this type has
employed a structure in which expansible piezoelectric
ceramics are laminated in multilayers, and the respec-
tive piezoelectric ceramics are expanded/contracted by
voltage supplied thereto, so that such expansions/con-
tractions are accumulated to expand or contract the
whole multilayer structure in the laminating direction.

In the above piezoelectric actuator, the expanding
amount of the whole actuator is obtained by an increase
in width dimension when each piezoelectric ceramic is
contracted. However, since the increase in width di-
mension due to contraction of each piezoelectric ce-
ramic is very small, a sufficient amount of expansion of
the whole actuator is difficult to obtain.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

It is therefore an object of the present invention to
provide a piezoelectric actuator in which an amount of
expanding/contracting motion can be extensively in-
creased.

To achieve the above object, there is essentially pro-
vided a piezoelectric actuator comprising a zigzag-
shaped actuator body, and an expansible piezoelectric
element attached to the actuator body. The actuator
body includes zigzag elements, and the zigzag elements
is shifted toward and away from each other by expan-
sion/contraction’ of the expausible piezoelectric ele-
ment. The actuator body is expanded and contracted by
positional shifting of the zigzag elements.

The zigzag structure of the actuator body in coopera-
tion with the expansible piezoelectric elements attached
thereto allows for a considerable increase in the shifting
amount of each zigzag element, and by accumulating
the shifting amount of each zigzag element, there can be
obtained a sufficiently amplified expanding/contracting
amount of the whole actuator assembly.

By arranging a pair of such actuators in axially sym-
metrical relation to each other, the object supported
thereon can be horizontally moved in parallel with a
sufficient amount of motion.

The features of the present invention will become
more manifest to those skilled in the art upon a reading
of the detailed description taken in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in and
constitute a part of the disclosure.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of piezoelectric actua-
tors according to a first embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 2 is a perspective view showing a state wherein
the piezoelectric actuators are disposed in axially sym-
metrical relation to each other;
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FIG. 3 is an enlarged side view showing an operating
condition of the actuator when expansible piezoelectric
element pieces are contracted; )

FIG. 4(A) shows an outer surface of one of the piezo-
electric actuators disposed in an axially symmetrical
relation relative to each other, showing an expanded
condition thereof;

FIG. 4(B) shows an inner surface of the other piezo-
electric actuator, showing an expanded condition
thereof;

FIG. 5 is a perspective view of piezoelectric actua-
tors according to a second embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 6 is a perspective view of the piezoelectric actu-
ators disposed in an axially symmetrical relation to each
other; -

FIG. 7 is an enlarged side view showing one stage of
the operation of the actuator when the expansible piezo-
electric element piece is contracted in the piezoelectric
actuator;

FIG. 8(A) shows an outer surface of one of the piezo-
electric actuators disposed in an axially symmetrical
relation; and

FIG. 8(B) shows an inner surface of the other piezo-
electric actuator.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
DRAWINGS

FIGS. 1 to 4 show a first embodiment of the present
invention, and FIGS. § to 8 show a second embodiment
thereof. First, a construction common to both of the
embodiments will be described, and then constructions
to the respective embodiments will be described.

In the first and second embodiments, reference nu-
meral 1 denotes an actuator body of a zigzag construc-
tion, and reference numeral 2 denotes expansible piezo-
electric elements. This zigzag assembly includes a plu-
rality of zigzag elements 3 extending laterally and con-
nected to each other such that one end of a first zigzag
element 3 is connected to a proximal end of a second
zigzag element 3 whose distal end is, in turn, connected
to a proximal end of a third zigzag element 3, and so on.
The adjacent two zigzag elements 3 are capable of being
positionally shifted toward and away from each other
with a connection section 4 serving as a starting point.
The whole zigzag assembly is elastically vertically ex-
pansible.

In the first embodiment, each connection section 4
between the adjacent zigzag elements 3 is attached with
the expansible piezoelectric element 2. The expansible
piezoelectric element 2 is formed of piezoelectric ce-
ramic, or the like. The piezoelectric element 2 is ex-
panded and contracted by supplying voltage to elec-
trode layers formed on each of the front and rear sur-
faces thereof.

Owing to the provision of the expansible piezoelec-
tric element 2 to each outer end face of the connection
section 4 as mentioned, a sort of piezoelectric bimorph
structure is formed at that location. Owing to the fore-
going arrangement, as shown in FIG. 3, when the ex-
pansible piezoelectric element 2 is expanded and con-
tracted due to voltage supplied thereto, the connection
section 4 is subjected to bending. The respective zigzag
elements 3 are positionally shifted away from each
other due to this bending. Since this positional shifting
occurs for each zigzag element 3, as shown in FIG. 4,
each bending action (or bend) is accumulated to cause
the expansion of the whole zigzag assembly, i.e., actua-
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tor body 1, to be amplified so as to be expanded in the
zigzag direction (vertical direction).

On the contrary, when the expansible piezoelectric
elements 2 are expanded due to voltage supplied
thereto, the respective zigzag elements 3 are position-
ally shifted toward each other, and as a result, the actua-
tor body 1is contracted in the zigzag direction (vertical
direction).

In the second embodiment, opposing surfaces of the
adjacent zigzag elements 3 of the zigzag assembly con-
stituting the actuator body 1 are each provided with one
of the expansible piezoelectric elements 2 integrally
attached thereto. _

Each expansible piezoelectric element 2 is attached to
each zigzag element 3 such that one end of the piezo-
electric element 2 reaches the corresponding connec-
tion section 4, and the other end reaches a generally
central portion of the zigzag element 3. Although not
shown, in view of the first embodiment, an arrangement
is possible in which the expansible piezoelectric ele-
ments 2 are attached to rear end faces of the connecting
portions 4 and the opposing surfaces of the adjacent
zigzag elements 3, respectively. It may also be possible
to attach the expansible piezoelectric elements 2 to the
upper surface (i.e. one of the opposing surfaces of the
adjacent zigzag elements 3) over substantially the entire
lengths thereof.

Owing to the provision of the expansible piezoelec-
tric elements 2 attached respectively to the opposing
surfaces of the adjacent zigzag elements 3 as mentioned
above, a sort of piezoelectric bimorph structure is
formed at that location. Owing to the foregoing ar-
rangement, as shown in FIG. 7, when the expansible
piezoelectric elements 2 are contracted by voltage sup-
plied thereto, each zigzag element 3 is subjected to
bending with the connection section 4 serving as a start-
ing point. The respective zigzag elements 3 are position-
ally shifted away from each other due to this bending.
Since this positional shifting occurs for each zigzag
element 3, as shown by an imaginary lines of FIG. 8, the
individual bends are accumulated to cause the expan-
sion of the whole zigzag assembly, i.e., actuator body 1,
to be amplified so as to be expanded in the zigzag direc-
tion (vertical direction).

On the contrary, when the expansible piezoelectric
elements 2 are expanded due to voltage supplied
thereto, the respective zigzag elements 3 are position-
ally shifted toward each other, and as a result, the actua-
tor body 1 is contracted in the zigzag direction (vertical
direction).

The actuator body 1 in the first and second embodi-
ments is secured at one end thereof in a constant posi-
tion (installing surface 7), and the other end of the actu-
ator body 1 supports an object. As a result, the object
can be moved between the expanding position and the
contracting position by the above-mentioned action.
Continuous operation of the above-mentioned action
causes vibrations.

In the first and second embodiment, one pair of the
units of the actuators are used, and the actuators are
disposed side by side so as to be axially symmetrical
relative to each other. First ends of the two actuator
bodies 1 are rigidly connected to each other through a
connecting member 5 and the opposite ends are rigidly
connected to each other through a connecting member
6. The connecting member 5 is secured to the installing
surface 7 as a mounting means, and the object is placed
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or integrally mounted on the connecting member 6 at
the other end so as to be supported.

In this way, according to the above-mentioned prin-
ciple of action, as shown in FIGS. 4 and 8, the two
actuator bodies 1 are moved in the expanding/contract-
ing direction of the actuators with the rigidly connected
connecting member 6 held in a horizontal posture, to
thereby to move the object supported thereon in the
expanding/contracting direction.

Although not shown, the present invention includes
an arrangement in which the two actuator bodies 1 are
not rigidly connected to each other through the con-
necting member 6 that they remain free, and the object
is supported thereon so that the object will be shifted in
a horizontal direction along another guide mechanism.
Similarly, the invention further includes an arrange-
ment in which the object is pivotally supported on first
ends of the two actuator bodies 1 through a shaft, or the
like in such a manner as to be horizontally shifted.

As another example, an arrangement is possible in
which four units of the actuators are used, and these
actuators are arranged in the shape of a square or poly-
gon so as to constitute a piezoelectric actuator.

According to the present invention, the zigzag struc-
ture of the actuator body in cooperation with the expan-
sible piezoelectric elements attached thereto allows for

‘a to considerably increase in the shifting amount of each

zigzag element, and by accumulating the shifting
amount of each zigzag element, there can be obtained a
sufficiently amplified expanding/contracting amount of
the whole actuator assembly.

By arranging a pair of such actuators in axially sym-
metrical parallel relation to each other, the object sup-
ported thereon can be horizontally moved in parallel
with a sufficient amount of motion.

A wide range of objects ranging from large objects to
small objects can be supported in a stable manner by
installing the piezoelectric actuators in a spaced apart
parallel relation, and the a predetermined expanding-
/contracting motion can be given thereto. Accordingly,
the invention can easily cope with the physical size of
the object as needed.

The present invention is not limited to the above
embodiments, and various modifications can be made.

What is claimed is:

1. A piezoelectric actuator comprising a zigzag-
shaped actuator body, and at least one expansible piezo-
electric element attached to said actuator body, said
actuator body including zigzag elements, said zigzag
elements being shifted toward and away from each
other by expansion/contraction of said at least one ex-
pansible piezoelectric element, said actuator body being
expanded and contracted by positional shifting of the
zigzag elements.

2. A piezoelectric actuator as claimed in claim 1, in
which said at least one expansible piezoelectric element
comprises a plurality of expansible piezoelectric ele-
ments, each of which is attached to outer end faces of
adjacent ones of said zigzag elements.

3. A piezoelectric actuator as claimed in claim 1, in
which said at least one expansible piezoelectric element
comprises a plurality of expansible piezoelectric ele-
ments which are respectively attached to opposing
surfaces of adjacent ones of said zigzag elements.

4. A piezoelectric device comprising

a pair of piezoelectric actuators, each of which has

first and second ends, said actuators being axially
symmetrically arranged relative to each other with
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said first ends of said actuators being connected to
each other, each of said actuators comprising:

a zigzag-shaped actuator body, and at least one ex-
pansible piezoelectric element attached to said ac-
tuator body, said actvator body including zigzag
elements, said zigzag elements being shifted toward
and away from each other by expansion/contrac-
tion of said at least one expansible piezoelectric
element, said actuator body being expanded and
contracted by positional shifting of the zigzag ele-
ments.

5. A piezoelectric actuator comprising:

a zigzag-shaped actuator body comprising a plurality
of zigzag elements connected together;

at least one expansible piezoelectric element attached
to said zigzag-shaped actuator body; and

wherein said at least one expansible piezoelectric
element is expandable and contractible so as to
constitute a means for positionally shifting said
zigzag elements to cause expansion and contraction
of said zigzag-shaped actuator body.

6. A piezoelectric actuator as claimed in claim 5, in

which said at least one expansible piezoelectric element

comprises a plurality of expansible piezoelectric ele-
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ments, each of which is attached to outer end faces of
adjacent ones of said zigzag elements.

7. A piezoelectric actuator as claimed in claim 5, in
which said at least one expansible piezoelectric element
comprises a plurality of expansible piezoelectric ele-
ments which are respectively attached to opposing
surfaces of adjacent ones of said zigzag elements.

8. A piezoelectric device comprising

a pair of piezoelectric actuators, each of which has

first and second ends, said actuators being axially
symmetrically arranged relative to each other with
said first ends of said actuators being connected to
each other, each of said actuators comprising:

a zigzag-shaped actuator body comprising a plurality

of zigzag elements connected together;

at least one expansible piezoelectric element attached

to said zigzag-shaped actuator body; and

wherein said at least one expansible piezoelectric

element is expandable and contractible so as to
constitute a means for positionally shifting said
zigzag elements to cause expansion and contraction

of said zigzag-shaped actuator body.
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